Grand Valley and the National Poetry Festival by Minty, Judith
Grand Valley Review
Volume 13 | Issue 1 Article 16
1-1-1995
Grand Valley and the National Poetry Festival
Judith Minty
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Minty, Judith (1995) "Grand Valley and the National Poetry Festival," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 13: Iss. 1, Article 16.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol13/iss1/16
GRAND VALLEY AND THE NATIONAL 
POETRY FESTIVAL 
by Judith Minty 
I have slept there with long 
extended metaphors, caressed the body of syntax, 
kissed simile's ear. Appetites 
move with a rhythm like tides. They are 
seldom satisfied. We eat, knowing we will be hungry again. 
The valley fills the cup of the hand 
with its gorges and meadows, its reservoirs 
named after lakes. Fish swim there 
almost free, tethered by invisible silver cords. They roll 
in the river, fold their gills back with the current. 
I have traveled to other cities 
to fondle their books, proposition their young verbs. 
But desire dies for weak nouns, for prepositions 
that fall limp into voids. We learn 
to beware of guards who station themselves near the walls. 
It is back to that valley we trudge 
when we feel ourselves thinning. Only there 
can we dance in the fire, chew raw meat, 
distill water from Indian lakes. There, baying at the moon, 
we can suck eyes from all the little fish heads. 
("Grand Valley," from In the Presence of Mothers, University of Pittsburgh Press, 1981) 
1 wrote the poem "Grand Valley" in the mid-1970s, after one of the three summer 
poetry festivals that took place on the Grand Valley campus. The poem is not literally 
about Grand Valley or about me, although I had been a student at Thomas Jefferson 
College, one of the cluster colleges at Grand Valley, and subsequently had taught for 
a few years at both Thomas Jefferson College and the College of Arts and Sciences. 
It seems to be about an awakening, not only of the speaker of the poem but of the 
place itself. Perhaps it is even about an awakening of an era in American poetry. 
There seems to be a wildness to it, as if the poem and the speaker had been 
energized from within-and how could that not be true? For there was such an 
abundance of creative energy circulating during those poetry festivals that even the 
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a l s  t h a t  e v e n  t h e  
c o r n  f i e l d s  s u r r o u n d i n g  A l l e n d a l e ,  M i c h i g a n ,  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  s i z z l i n g .  
T h e  b i z a r r e  a n d  w o n d e r f u l  i d e a  o f  c r e a t i n g  a  N a t i o n a l  P o e t r y  F e s t i v a l  i n  t h e  
m i d d l e  o f  M i d w e s t e r n  f a r m l a n d  w a s  c o n c e i v e d  b y  R o b e r t  V a s  D i a s ,  w i t h  w h o m  I  h a d  
s t u d i e d  i n  1 9 7 1 - 7 2 .  R o b e r t  h a d  c o m e  f r o m  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y  t o  t e a c h  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ' s  
i n n o v a t i v e  T h o m a s  J e f f e r s o n  C o l l e g e ,  o n e  o f  t h e  f e w  s t a t e - s u p p o r t e d  e x p e r i m e n t a l  
c o l l e g e s  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y .  N o t  o n l y  w a s  R o b e r t  a  g o o d  p o e t  a n d  l e a r n e d  t e a c h e r ,  h e  
w a s  a  t r u e  i m p r e s a r i o .  H e ' d  r e c e n t l y  e d i t e d  a  p o e t r y  a n t h o l o g y  t i t l e d  I n s i d e  O u t e r  
S p a c e :  N e w  P o e m s  o f  t h e  S p a c e  A q e ,  s o  w a s  i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  m a n y  o f  t h e  a v a n t -
g a r d e  w r i t e r s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  s e v e r a l  o f  w h o m  h a d  b e e n  i n c o r p o r a t i n g  p e r f o r m a n c e  
w o r k  i n t o  t h e i r  r e a d i n g s  l o n g  b e f o r e  t h a t  s o r t  o f  t h i n g  m a i n s t r e a m e d  i n t o  o u r  c u l t u r e .  
H e ' d  a l s o  d i r e c t e d  a  p o e t r y  r e a d i n g  s e r i e s  i n  N e w  Y o r k  a n d  r u n  a  w r i t e r s '  w o r k s h o p  
f o r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  i n  A s p e n ,  C o l o r a d o .  I t  w a s n ' t  l o n g  b e f o r e  R o b e r t  w a s  a r r a n g i n g  
r e g u l a r  c a m p u s  " H a p p e n i n g s , "  e v e n t s  w h i c h  w e r e  f u l l  o f  j o y f u l  c e l e b r a t i o n  a n d  r i t u a l  
a n d  w h i c h  i n c l u d e d  m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y  c o m b i n a t i o n s  o f  s u c h  a r t s  a s  p a i n t i n g ,  d a n c e ,  
p o e t r y ,  a n d  m u s i c .  F o o d  p r e p a r a t i o n  a n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  e a t i n g  o f  i t ,  w a s  a l w a y s  a  
p a r t  o f  t h e s e  H a p p e n i n g s .  I  r e m e m b e r  o n e  S p r i n g  e v e n t  t h a t  t h e  r a i n  w o u l d  
e v e n t u a l l y  w a s h  a w a y :  i t  i n c l u d e d  s i d e w a l k s  p a i n t e d  w i t h  p a s t e l s ,  c o s t u m e s ,  s i n g i n g  
a n d  d a n c i n g ,  p o e t r y  r e a d i n g s ,  a n d  t r e e s  d e c o r a t e d  w i t h  h a n d - p r i n t e d  p o e m s  o n  r i c e  
p a p e r .  O u t  o f  t h e s e  e v e n t s  a r o s e  a  s t r o n g  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n i t y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a m o n g  
t h o s e  o f  u s  w h o  w e r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  T  J C  e x p e r i e n c e .  
T h e  f i r s t  N a t i o n a l  P o e t r y  F e s t i v a l  o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  s u m m e r  o f  1 9 7 1 .  I t  w a s  a  n e a r l y  
s p o n t a n e o u s  H a p p e n i n g ,  m u c h  l i k e  t h o s e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  o n  c a m p u s  d u r i n g  t h e  s c h o o l  
y e a r ,  a n d  t h e  l i s t  o f  f a m o u s  p o e t s  w h o ' d  b e e n  i n v i t e d  w a s  b r e a t h t a k i n g .  I t  w a s  t o  b e  
P a u l  B l a c k b u r n ' s  l a s t  p u b l i c  a p p e a r a n c e ,  a n d  h i s  a d m i r e r s  h a d  g a t h e r e d  t o  h o n o r  
h i m .  T h e  f a m o u s  a n d  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  T e d  B e r r i g a n  w a s  t h e r e ,  a s  w e r e  C a l i f o r n i a  p o e t s  
G r e g o r y  C o r s o ,  J a c k s o n  M a c l o w  a n d  D i a n e  W a k o s k i ,  w h o  u n d e r s t o o d  t h e  o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n  o f  p o e t r y ,  a n d  p r a c t i c e d  i t .  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  p o e t  a n d  f i c t i o n  w r i t e r  A I  
Y o u n g ,  a n d  p o e t  S o n i a  S a n c h e z  w e r e  t h e r e ;  s o  w e r e  T o m  W e a t h e r l y  a n d  D a v i d  
H e n d e r s o n .  J o h n  L o g a n  a n d  R o b e r t  G r e e l e y  h a d  c o m e  i n  f r o m  t h e  E a s t  C o a s t .  
D o n a l d  H a l l  a n d  R o b e r t  B l y  w e r e  t h e r e  t o o .  M i c h i g a n  p o e t s  J i m  H a r r i s o n  a n d  D a n  
G e r b e r ,  w h o  p u b l i s h e d  t h e  i n f l u e n t i a l  S u m a c  m a g a z i n e  i n  t h e  ' 6 0 s  a n d  ' 7 0 s ,  w e r e  
t h e r e  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  p u b l i s h i n g  a n d  t o  r e a d  t h e i r  o w n  p o e m s .  A r m a n d  S c h w e r n e r  r e a d  
f r o m  h i s  n e w  l a n g u a g e  b o o k  T h e  T a b l e t s ,  a n d  P h i l i p  W h a l e n ,  a  p r a c t i c i n g  B u d d h i s t  
m o n k ,  r e a d  h i s  p o e m s .  J e r o m e  R o t h e n b e r g ,  w h o ' d  r e c e n t l y  p u b l i s h e d  T e c h n i c i a n s  o f  
t h e  S a c r e d ,  a n  a n t h o l o g y  o f  r i t u a l  a n d  t r i b a l  p o e t r y  t h r o u g h  t h e  a g e s ,  u r g e d  f e s t i v a l  
p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  o p e n  t h e  w a y  t o  r i t u a l  i n  t h e i r  o w n  l i v e s  a n d  w o r k .  
I n  t h e  s p i r i t  o f T  J C ,  t h e  e v e n t  w a s  c o n c e i v e d  a s  a  " f e s t i v a l  o f  p o e t r y ,  p o e t s ,  a n d  
s t u d e n t s  o f  p o e t r y  . . .  n o t  a s  a  s p e c t a t o r - o r i e n t e d ,  p e r f o r m a n c e  s i t u a t i o n ,  a t  w h i c h  a n  
' a u d i e n c e '  s i t s  p a s s i v e l y  a t  ' l e c t u r e s '  a n d  ' s e m i n a r s , '  b u t  a s  a  p l a c e  a n d  a  
c i r c u m s t a n c e  i n  w h i c h  f o r  t e n  d a y s ,  t h e  h u m a n ,  e s t h e t i c ,  a n d  p r a c t i c a l  r e s o u r c e s  
[ w o u l d ]  b e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a  s u s t a i n e d  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  a r t  o f  p o e t r y  a n d  e n g a g e m e n t  
w i t h  t h e  a r t i s t i c  p e r s o n a l i t y . "  I t  w a s  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  t e n - d a y  a f f a i r .  H e r e  w a s  a  
g a t h e r i n g  o f  p o e t s  w h o  v a l u e d  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  w o r k ,  w h o  w e r e  f o r m i n g  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  t h e  
f u t u r e ,  w h o  w e r e  d i s c u s s i n g  w i t h  e n t h u s i a s m  t h e i r  a r t  a n d  i t s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  H e r e  w e r e  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  6 2  
poets who were actually performing and chanting poetry. Dancing it even. 
The second National Poetry Festival, operating under the same generous 
premise as the first, took place in 1973. In the intervening year since its inception, 
the festival had achieved a national reputation. The literary world had heard of 
Allendale, Michigan; literary magazines were abuzz with it, and the invited poets 
were eager to gather together, to have meaningful dialogue with each other. 
On June 14th, another notable cast of performers arrived for ten days of 
"poeting," as Etheridge Knight would call it. Those invited included Diane di Prima, 
Robert Duncan of the famed Black Mountain School, Allen Ginsberg, David Meltzer, 
and the charismatic Kenneth Rexroth-all from the West Coast. Although the nightly 
readings and the daily workshops and exchanges were remarkably rich and 
rewarding, an impromptu Midsummer Night celebration-complete with bonfire and 
singing, dancing and chanting, and revelry until nearly dawn-was also memorable. 
Ed Darn, whose famous long mythopoem "Gunslinger" had recently been 
published, was there, as was Ted Enslin, who'd come down from Maine. Darn, I 
remember, offered a late night performance of "Gunslinger" in its entirety toward the 
end of the festival. That reading, attended by about thirty die-hard enthusiasts, lasted 
until 5 a.m. George Economou and his wife, the New York poet and playwright 
Rochelle Owens, were also in attendance. I was impressed that Rochelle refused to 
eat for the entire day before her reading. I was also astonished when she announced 
that her mother believed that George wrote all of her poems for her. 
But if these writers weren't enough of a list of talent to converge on Grand Valley 
that summer, the Objectivist poets-George Oppen, Carl Rakosi, and Charles 
Reznikoff-all well past middle-age by then, were also in residence for the entire ten 
days. Louis Zukofsky had already died, and this was the first time that the remaining 
three had ever been together; they considered it an historical meeting. Oppen and 
Rakosi came with their wives-Reznikoff was a bachelor-and they all stayed in the 
college's dormitory with the rest of us, sleeping in their bunk beds and sharing the 
communal bathroom. 
About 100 registered participants were in attendance for the length of the festival, 
but the nightly readings often drew audiences of 400. Everyone was aware of 
participating in a major moment in American poetry. The digressive talks by Robert 
Duncan about form were brilliant. Ginsberg, who'd arrived at Grand Valley with his 
leg in a cast, still managed to delight his entourage of devotees with afternoon blues 
improvisations. Di Prima offered meditation sessions and spoke about women and 
creativity. Enslin, who was working on "Ranger" then, spoke of the long poem and its 
function. Meltzer had just finished anthologizing a two-volume collection of texts from 
the Jewish mystical tradition, and he and Ginsberg engaged in long ongoing 
dialogues about the Kabbala and the hidden wisdom found therein. Economou 
conducted translation workshops and Rexroth held forth on the art of translating the 
work of Chinese and Japanese poets. Rakosi, a clinical psychologist for most of his 
life, delved into the psychology of the poet. Poets all, we were in awe, I think, to be in 
each other's company. I remember that Charles Reznikoff, 79 years old and an 
esteemed poet himself, announced, after having attended Robert Duncan's lecture 
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o n  f o r m ,  " I  h a v e  t o u c h e d  g e n i u s  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  R o b e r t  D u n c a n . "  
J u l y  9 - 1 9 t h  w e r e  t h e  d a t e s  o f  t h e  1 9 7 5  N a t i o n a l  P o e t r y  F e s t i v a l ,  a n d  a l t h o u g h  w e  
d i d n ' t  s e e  i t  a s  a n  o m e n  t h e n ,  i t  w o u l d  p r o v e  t o  b e  e v e n  m o r e  d y n a m i c  t h a n  i t s  
p r e d e c e s s o r s - l i k e  t h e  f i n a l e  a t  a  F o u r t h  o f  J u l y  f i r e w o r k s .  R o b e r t  V a s  D i a s  h a d  
m o v e d  t o  E n g l a n d ,  s o  v o l u n t e e r s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  r u n n i n g  t h e  f e s t i v a l ,  w h i c h  w a s  
s p o n s o r e d  b y  G r a n d  V a l l e y  S t a t e  C o l l e g e s  a n d  t h e  M i c h i g a n  C o u n c i l  f o r  t h e  A r t s .  
I n f o r m a t i o n  o n  t h e  p o s t e r  t o u t e d  R e a d i n g s ,  W o r k s h o p s ,  D i s c u s s i o n s ,  P o e t r y  E v e n t s ,  
E x h i b i t i o n s ,  F i l m ,  M u s i c ,  D a n c e - A n d  T h e a t e r .  " F o r  t e n  d a y s , "  t h e  r e d  a n d  b l a c k  
p o s t e r  p r o m i s e d ,  " t h e  h u m a n  e s t h e t i c  a n d  p r a c t i c a l  r e s o u r c e s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a  
s u s t a i n e d  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  a r t  o f  p o e t r y  a n d  e n g a g e m e n t  w i t h  t h e  a r t i s t i c  
p e r s o n a l i t y . "  
F o r  a  f e e  o f  $ 5 0 ,  n o n e  o f  t h e  2 0 0  r e g i s t r a n t s  w a s  d i s a p p o i n t e d .  M o r e  t h a n  t w e n t y -
f i v e  p o e t s  o f  n a t i o n a l  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e p u t a t i o n  p a r t i c i p a t e d .  A m o n g  t h e  c u l t u r a l l y  
d i v e r s e  g r o u p  w e r e  A s i a n - A m e r i c a n  w r i t e r s  M e i - M e i  B e r s s e n b r u g g e ,  L a w s o n  l n a d a ,  
A l e x  K u o ,  S h a w n  W o n g ,  a n d  J e s s i c a  H a g e d o r n ,  w h o ,  i t  w a s  h o p e d ,  w o u l d  p e r f o r m  
w i t h  h e r  W e s t  C o a s t  G a n g s t e r  C h o i r .  
A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  p o e t s  E t h e r i d g e  K n i g h t  a n d  N i k k i  G i o v a n n i ,  a n d  n o v e l i s t  
I s h m a e l  R e e d  w e r e  i n v i t e d .  J i m  W e l c h ,  t h e  B l a c k f e e t  p o e t  a n d  n o v e l i s t ,  d r o v e  i n  f r o m  
M o n t a n a .  L a g u n a  P u e b l o  w r i t e r ,  L e s l i e  S i l k o ,  a r r i v e d  f r o m  A r i z o n a .  O t h e r  N a t i v e  
A m e r i c a n  p o e t s  i n c l u d e d  S i m o n  O r t i z ,  C a r r o l l  A r n e t t  a n d  H o w a r d  N o r m a n .  
D i a n e  W a k o s k i  w a s  t h e r e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  C a r o l  B e r g e  a n d  K a t h l e e n  F r a s e r .  W i l l i a m  
H e y e n ,  c o - f o u n d e r  o f  t h e  B r o c k p o r t  ( N Y )  W r i t e r s '  F o r u m ,  w a s  t h e r e .  I r a  S a d o f f  c a m e  
f r o m  O h i o .  S e v e r a l  M i c h i g a n  p o e t s  j o i n e d  t h e  r e a d i n g  r o s t e r .  C h a r l e s  S i m i c ,  w h o  j u s t  
l a s t  y e a r  r e c e i v e d  t h e  P u l i t z e r ,  a l s o  c a m e .  A n d  l i k e  c r e a m  o n  t o p  o f  t h e  c o f f e e ,  
R o b e r t  G r e e l e y  w a s  t h e r e .  A s  w e r e  R o b e r t  B l y ,  G a l w a y  K i n n e l l ,  a n d  J a m e s  W r i g h t .  
W o r d  o f  t h e  f e s t i v a l  h a d  s p r e a d ,  a l m o s t  b y  u n d e r g r o u n d .  S t u d e n t s  a n d  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
c o n v e r g e d  o n  t h e  G r a n d  V a l l e y  c a m p u s  f r o m  a l l  o v e r  t h e  c o u n t r y .  S o m e  h i t c h h i k e d  
o r  c a m e  b y  b u s ;  s o m e  r o d e  m o t o r c y c l e s - a  m a n  n a m e d  S t a n l e y  c a m e  a l l  t h e  w a y  
f r o m  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  o n  h i s ;  o t h e r s  d r o v e  c a r s  o r  a r r i v e d  b y  p l a n e  i n t o  G r a n d  R a p i d s .  
T h e  o f f e r i n g s  o f  d a i l y  d i s c u s s i o n  g r o u p s ,  p a n e l  d i s c u s s i o n s ,  s e m i n a r s ,  a n d  
w o r k s h o p s  w a s  i m p r e s s i v e .  R e a d i n g s  a n d  p e r f o r m a n c e s  w e n t  o n  e v e r y  n i g h t ;  f i l m s ,  
m u s i c ,  a n d  d a n c e  " h a p p e n e d . "  R o b e r t  B l y  p l a y e d  h i s  z i t h e r  a n d  s a n g .  W i t h  s o  m a n y  
e g o s  a n d  s o  m u c h  c r e a t i v e  t a l e n t  g a t h e r e d  i n  o n e  p l a c e ,  s p a r k s  s o m e t i m e s  f l e w .  
T h e r e  w e r e  o f t e n  s h o u t i n g  m a t c h e s  a b o u t  p o e t r y ,  a b o u t  a r t ,  a b o u t  p o l i t i c s  a n d  e t h n i c  
d i f f e r e n c e s ,  a b o u t  p u b l i s h i n g .  C a r o l  B e r g e  s t o r m e d  o u t  o f  B i l l  H e y e n ' s  r e a d i n g  o f  
S w a s t i c a  P o e m s  b e c a u s e  s h e  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  a n d  t h o u g h t  h e  w a s  p r o - N a z i .  R o b e r t  
G r e e l e y  m u m b l e d  t h r o u g h  h i s  e n t i r e  r e a d i n g  a n d  o n l y  t h e  s o u n d  m a n  w e a r i n g  a  
h e a d s e t  h e a r d  h i m  a n d  w e p t .  P e o p l e  f e l l  i n  l o v e  a n d  s t r o l l e d  t h e  c a m p u s  h a n d  i n  
h a n d .  O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  p o e t s  r a v a g e d  t h e  d o r m i t o r y  s o f t  d r i n k  m a c h i n e  a f t e r  i t  
s t o l e  a  h a n d f u l  o f  h i s  q u a r t e r s .  C l e a r l y ,  i t  w a s  r e p o r t e d ,  t r o l l s  g u a r d e d  t h e  b r i d g e  a t  
t h e  r a v i n e ,  b u t  t h a t  d i d n ' t  s t o p  s o m e o n e  f r o m  s t e a l i n g  R o b e r t  B l y ' s  b o o k b a g .  A  
p s y c h i c  w a s  c a l l e d ;  s h e  " s a w "  t h e  b o o k b a g  a t  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  t h e  r a v i n e ,  b u t  i t  w a s n ' t  
f o u n d .  L a t e r ,  R o b e r t  t o l d  m e  t h a t  h e ' d  n e v e r  m a n a g e d  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  a l l  o f  t h e  w o r k  
f r o m  t h o s e  l o s t  n o t e b o o k s .  
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The '70s were the Golden Days of poetry at Grand Valley, and we all thought they 
would go on forever, but hopes for a fourth National Poetry Festival in 1977 were 
crushed when the National Endowment for the Arts withdrew its preliminary approval 
for funding. They were the Golden Days for T JC as well, but the college was unable 
to bear the festival's expenses alone. The disappointed students disbanded and 
eventually formed The Third Coast Poetry Center, first at Thomas Jefferson College, 
then in Grand Rapids. Out of this group emerged the Michigan Poetry Festival, a 
more or less annual event which focussed on Michigan poets and poetry and which 
lasted for several years. 
Those of us who attended a National Poetry Festival will never forget its impact 
on us. Seldom have so many poets gathered in one place at one time to share their 
passions, their work, and their ideas about poetry. The poets who participated in the 
National Poetry Festivals represented what was happening in American poetry at 
that time. They were the ones who were extending the language and experimenting 
with form, who had rejected the safe and expected ways of making poetry, the ones 
who were proving to all of us that a rich and diverse literature can still be created in 
this country. 
Twenty years later, many of us continue to carry that message. We continue to 
write, continue to explore the boundaries of our art form. Some of us have entered 
universities and now teach the work of the poets we came to love and admire two 
decades ago, and we understand the importance of introducing work of those who 
have followed in their footsteps. At least a dozen of us have written about the 
National Poetry Festival, either in poems-as Carl Rakosi has, for example-or in 
essays. When any of us meet, in different parts of the country, the subject of the 
National Poetry Festivals often is brought up as common ground, always with a 
sense of pleasure. Dick Bakken, a participant in the 1975 festival, now directs the 
annual Bisbee (Arizona) Poetry Festival. Joyce Jenkins, a T JC graduate and also a 
participant in the festivals, now publishes the popular Poetry Flash in Berkeley, 
California, and is one of the most influential people in the Bay Area poetry world. 
None of us who were there will forget those happenings, or the nourishment we 
received from them. Even then, we knew we were participating in a unique moment 
in the history of American literature. 
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